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ABSTRACT
I was mentally prepared to accept the inevitable reality shock before I moved to
Rochester from my home country, Palestine. A place like the Gaza Strip, where I grew up, has its
own unique reality that mixes the norms of a contemporary life with the abnormalities. As I
thought that I overcame the reality shock after spending almost two years in Rochester, I became
aware of the fact that I became able to look back at my Gazan identity from a new and fresh
angle. Smuggling Life is a multimedia art project that highlights the phenomenon of sperm
smuggling by Palestinian Prisoners in the Israeli prisons. Family members coordinate visits
where a visitor picks up used candy bags, cigarette lighters, and chocolate bars containing a
sperm vial to be smuggled out. The two-decade long phenomenon conducted by Palestinian
prisoners in Israeli prisons has resulted in conceiving more than 64 children. The aesthetic vision
of the artworks is projected to discuss the dangerous consequences that accompany this
phenomenon, such as depriving the Palestinian prisoners of any family visits, the scrutiny of the
conservative Palestinian community, depriving the children who are born through this process of
any governmental documents or passports, and reflecting on the transition of my own identity.
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Smuggling Life

As a Palestinian refugee who was born and raised up in the Gaza Strip, it was not too easy
to overcome the reality shock that I went through after leaving my home country. I became capable
of looking at things there with a fresh eye. There is an accumulative process of political, social,
and cultural factors that made Gaza a unique place for living. However, in order to understand the
factors that led to all that, it is critical to understand the background history of that place. In their
book, Gaza in Crisis, Noam Chomsky and Ellan Pappe provide a well-written source of unbiased
and neutral analysis of the living circumstances in the Gaza Strip. They both demonstrate a clear
understanding of the living situation in the Gaza strip from a historical, cultural, and political
perspective. Moreover, they bring to attention that any attempt to solve a conflict has to touch upon
its very core: the core, more often than not, lies in its history.1 The Gaza Strip shares its borders
with the Mediterranean Sea from the West, Israel from the East and the North, and Egypt from the
South. Other than being one of the world’s most densely populated areas, the fifty years of Israeli
occupation and the thirteen years of blockade imposed on the Gaza Strip by the Israeli authorities
gave it the title of the world’s largest open-air prison with two million Gazans struggling for life
between the hammer and the anvil.

1

Pappé, Ilan, Noam Chomsky, and Frank Barat. Gaza in Crisis: Reflections on Israel's War Against the
Palestinians. Revised and updated. Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2013.
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FIGURE 1: Smuggling Life Installation. 2021

Nothing very uplifting filters through my mind when I think of Gaza. Most of my memories
there are associated with images of death and misery caused by three Israeli wars, Palestinian civil
conflicts, an ongoing corruption of the Palestinian political parties, or even the six to eight hours
of electricity on a daily basis. All that made Gaza to me a place for everything but living. However,
when I am usually asked about my nationality, the answer “I am Palestinian” was never enough
and I always like to add that “I am from Gaza”, maybe that is a result of being emotionally
connected to Gaza or maybe because I like to remind myself of being lucky to survive the tragedies
of that place. Nevertheless, when I started to develop a sense of a new life here in Rochester, I was
wondering why the Gaza Strip is one of the most densely populated places and why Gazans would
have more children in such a place. However, I realized that having large families has been
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dogmatized in the Arab culture for centuries: having more children means having more power. In
the Palestinian case, this is challenged and threatened. This message has been used symbolically
in Palestinian poetry as a reference to challenging the occupation as no matter how many you kill;
Palestinians will continue to grow larger in numbers and have more children. This argument is
evident even in Palestinian poetry, in the work of the now deceased prominent Palestinian poet
Mahmoud Darwish, in the beginning of one of his most famous poems, “write down, I am an
Arab”. 2

“Write down!
I am an Arab
And my identity card number is fifty thousand
I have eight children
And the ninth will come after a summer
Will you be angry?”

Smuggling Life is a phenomenon that I was able to spot out after countless hours of
thoughtful investigation of many life aspects that connects my identity with my home country.
Especially, after my life experience in Rochester which enabled me to filter through my past
experiences back in Gaza a different perspective, and by addressing this phenomenon, the project
does not only connect to my own people’s suffering but also to the transformation of my own
identity and personal past experiences. Therefore, my conception of the sperm smuggling project

2

Darwish, Mahmoud. Journal of an Ordinary Grief, translated from Arabic by Ibrahim Muhawi. 2010.
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has been affected by the intersection of life in Gaza and Rochester (see fig. 2).

FIGURE 2: Self Portrait. 2019
It goes even beyond that to give me a new identification. Especially after being denied
travel outside Gaza Five times, I have become aware of the fact that I am a ‘sperm’ who
managed to escape that open-air prison. This fact goes in line with what I think of my family,
friends, and the other two million “sperms” stuck there between war and desire.
In my thesis work, the barbed wire became an essential element in the process of
visualizing my project. It is highly connected with concept of struggling for life that became the
anchoring device for my project. Furthermore, by incorporating two unrelated objects in one, it
gives this installation an interesting depth. (See Fig. 3)
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FIGURE 3: Installation of barbed wire and candies. 2021
The barbed wire is a politically-charged object that resonates with our perception of jails,
unapproachable, or even dangerous areas, however, to Palestinians it is part of their daily life, it
can be seen in the prison or outside at more than 174 Israeli checkpoints in the West Bank or
along the Israeli wall in the West Bank known to Palestinians as the apartheid wall. On the other
hand, there are the candy bars that represent a symbol of sweetness and desired items. By
bridging two unrelated objects together, the outcome brings the viewer in a close distance with
reflections on different feelings of disorientation, confusion, and conflict that are being
experienced daily by Palestinians.
From another point of view, I used the barbed wire in my self-portraits as a tool to echo
my deep thoughts and emotions (see fig. 4). By exploring different ways of using it, I was able to
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create work that reflects on the essence of my personality. I believe that I tried to reconstruct an
identity for myself out of all the refractions that I went through moving from Gaza to Rochester.

FIGURE 4: Untitled Self Portrait. 2021
In addition to employing the barbed wire in my work, I find myself enamored by the
concept of the maps which is deeply related to the notions of identity, heritage, culture, religion,
and society. While maps are often regarded as objective representations, they are in fact laden
with subjective views of the world, and they change over time. In the context of the PalestinianIsraeli struggle, there have been decades of negotiations between the two sides about the borders
drawn on the ground. In 2005, Washington touted a “road map” to Israeli Palestinian peace
negotiations. The (road map) metaphor implies that using a map as a guide will lead
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straightforwardly from point A to point B.3 Moreover, borders and boundaries are constantly in
flux, shifting with wars and politics and in response to changes in international relations. Many
artists have used maps to tell wide-ranging stories about conflict, migration, identity, and social,
cultural, or political networks.4 By merging different materials and forms with maps, many
sculptors, photographers, and video artists have dealt with maps as a special medium for their
work.
In David Prochaska’s book (“Beyond East and West” 2004), he provides two significant
examples of artists who used maps in their contemporary practice that stand out for me. One of
them is the Palestinian artist Mona Hatoum, and the other is the Israeli artist Michal Rovner. The
work of Michal Rovner depicts the concept of maps by making polaroid images from TV of an
aerial map of the Israeli-Palestinian territories. She re-photographed them, enlarged them, and
added saturated color in the darkroom, titling the work Decoy #29.5 Conversely, Mona Hatoum
presented her approach to the Palestinian map by depicting the borders of Palestine using white
soap cubes in a large square grid.
As a Palestinian artist, the concept of maps is highly significant since it is firmly tied to
the concept of homeland and identity. Edward Said recalled how the Palestinians refused to sign
the Oslo Peace Agreement in May 1994 because they had not seen the maps before the meeting.
Moreover, in 2019, the Trump administration announced their vision of the Palestinian-Israeli
struggle solution that was called the deal of the century. This solution was rejected by the
Palestinians since it gives them less than 7% of the disputed land. In line with my project about

3

O'Brien, David, David Prochaska, and Krannert Art Museum. Beyond East and West: Seven Transnational
Artists. Champaign, Ill; Seattle; Krannert Art Museum, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2004. Page. 84
4
5

Ibid
Ibid
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smuggling the sperm, I find myself drawn to this notion of utilizing the maps since it offers me a
thought-provoking chance to enhance my visual representations and artwork construction.
The use of maps came in my work through benefiting from the modern techniques of
video animation. In the process of making work, there was a fascinating aspect of creating an
imitation of visual effects that stand as a connecting tool between my feelings and my thoughts.
The incorporation of animation opened a new path for my project. Working with software or as I
would rather say “Machine” enabled me to be visually in touch with many far-fetched aspects of
my project. In the work I created, there are three animation videos, two that show the maps of the
Gaza Strip and the West Bank with a numerous number of abstracted black circles that move in a
wiggle motion within the borders of the two maps. The original idea of utilizing the concept of
the animation in this specific way was inspired by Michał Gryzinski's concept of free-fall atomic
model.6 The scientific concept is based on the electron motion and acceleration inside the atomic
space to minimize the total energy of the atomic system. The synchronized movement of the
electron based on Gryzinski’s model made me inspired me to associate the same concept with
the 4 million Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank who are scattered within tiny pieces of a
systemically broken land. The animation work provides a comment on the state of imprisonment
and containment imposed by the system of the Israeli occupation on the Palestinian territories. At
the same time, the continuity of the wiggle effect itself leaves an impression of instability and
unpredictability, which is meant to refer to the turbulent political situation back in my home
country.

6

Low energy scattering and the’ ’free-fall’’ atomic model. M Gryzinski. (1987) Angular distribution of electrons
ejected from helium by protons and the FF atomic model. Journal of Physics B: Atomic and Molecular Physics
20:18, 4741-4758. https://doi.org/10.1063/1.430847
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FIGURE 5: Photo of Installation of Animation Video. 2021

In the light of my project, and for unclarified reasons, the state of Israel decided not to
recognize the 64 children who were born through the process of the sperm smuggling. Therefore,
they are not allowed to obtain any IDs or passport. I approached this point using a third
animation video showing the unwanted 64 sperm moving in a subtle motion around the map of
Israel. By exploring different effects that can be employed into the video to create an artwork, I
was able to create work that enabled me to ironically elaborate on the insecurity of the system.
From another perspective, the use of photo manipulation in my project turned out to be a
necessity for my project. Such a phenomenon would typically require me to be in the same place
for the purpose of documenting and producing visual works on this concept, and the fact that
returning to my home country is considered a great risk, I found the idea of using this approach
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in my thesis work very fitting. I find myself in line with many artists who have practiced this
form of art due to their separation from their home country for political or social reasons. Among
them is the Palestinian artist Taysir Batniji7, a Palestinian resident in France, who has depicted
the sense of being stripped away from his country, Palestine, in many of his artworks. In his
work titled Home away from home / home away from home, 2017, he illustrates the concept of
homeland and the meanings related to that concept through interviewing his relatives who have
been living in the United States away from their home country.
At the same time, there is an apparent sense of humor in the manipulated images that
function as an essential element in my thesis project (see fig 6). When I was in the process of
thinking about making, I was looking for a methodology that would help me break the ice of a
project that is very controversial at its core. A great example of artists who managed to succeed
in delivering such an approach is Walid Raad,8 who was born in Lebanon in 1967 and studied in
the United States. Walid depicts reality and disavows it; he captures it, indulges in its ugliness,
and then he moves forward to reconstruct a parallel reality that is no less influential than the
reality itself. This relationship with the harsh circumstances in his home country granted Raad’s
work a deconstructive dimension that enabled him to reintroduce familiar photos stuck in the
memory of the Lebanese civil war in an unfamiliar way.

7

https://www.taysirbatniji.com/project/home-away-from-home-home-away-from-home/
https://www.taysirbatniji.com/page/3/
8
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FIGURE 6: Untitled. 2020

Similarly, while I was in the process of visualizing the concept of this phenomenon, I
knew for a fact that Gaza would be a fundamental part of my project. Not only because it was my
city where I grew up, but it also stands as the larger metaphorical version of the main theme of
my project. In the work produced about this aspect, I used photo manipulation as a significant
tool of illustration. I made a composite image of multiple layers of condom images placed on an
aerial telescopic image of Gaza (see fig. 7). The symbol of condoms is usually associated with
our understandings of blocking the sperm from leaving and causing pregnancy. The use of these
objects on a bird eye view photo creates a special mood that helps with visualizing a tiny place
like Gaza that contains more than two million people living there.
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FIGURE 7: Untitled Photo Manipulation. 2020

Another significant component in my project journey is the figure of the Palestinian
women not only for their crucial play a huge role in the sperm smuggling phenomenon but also
in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Historically speaking, the struggle of the Palestinian women
began when they started to engage in the early political life of the country, or since the 19201948 British Mandate of Palestine.9 During this time, political participation of women took place
via the establishment of the Arab Women’s Union in Jerusalem, which had a major role in the
fight against Israeli settlement activity in the pre-Palestinian Nakba period. Moreover, in the
post-Nakba period in 1948, which led to the displacement of nearly a million Palestinians from

9

Rayman, Noah, Mandatory Palestine: What It Was and Why It Matters. TIME, 2014
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their homes and lands to different regions in the world, the West Bank areas were subject to
Jordanian rule, the Gaza Strip came under Egyptian rule, and what remained of the Palestinian
survivors, under Israeli rule.10 All of this terminated many promising development projects for
the advancement of Palestinian women. However, this did not prevent Palestinian women from
participating in the Palestinian struggle, as they are an integral part of the Palestinian social
fabric.
During the second intifada in 1987, iconic photographs started to spread worldwide of
Palestinian women taking a leading role in the uprising of Palestinians. One of those iconic
images is a photo of a Palestinian woman taking off her high-heeled shoes as she throws a stone
at Israeli Forces. This photo became a symbol of the Palestinian resistance in the 80s. It was hard
to ignore this photograph that was taken by the Iranian photographer Alfred Yaghobzadeh, as it
spread wildly and was used in various publicity posters and campaigns. That photo and what
accompanied it encouraged many artists to reflect on that image. An example of that is Amer
Shomali who reproduced the same image titling it as “The Superheroes of the Intifada 1987” in a
pop-art like illustration highlighting the most striking element, the yellow high heels. (See fig. 8)

10

The book of The Birth of the Palestinian Refugee Problem, 1947-1949. Cambridge Middle East Library,
1989, provides a detailed and comprehensive study on the birth of the Palestinian refugee and the historical
impact of their role in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
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FIGURE 8: From left to right, “Yellow High-Heel Shoes” Photo by Alfred Yaghobzadeh,
The Superheroes of the Intifada 1987”. By Amer Shomali

In my thesis work, I utilized the figure of Palestinian women either from archival
materials of time to by merging it with the concept of the maps. Other than being a canvas for
my photo collage, the use of old archival photos stands unfolds an evidence of the existence of a
civilized Palestinian community before the Israeli occupation. In the selected archival photos, I
intentionally chose old photographs of Palestinian women knitting. The act of knitting and
making embroidery is extremely connected to the Palestinian identity as form of traditional art,
besides incorporating that with maps extends the narrative aspect of the sperm smuggling
project. (See fig. 9)
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FIGURE 9: Untitled photo collage. 2020

In my current sperm smuggling project, the role of women in this phenomenon is crucial
and fundamental. Women in this project are not merely a fertile container for sperm smuggled
from the Israeli prisons, but rather fighters who took upon themselves a lifetime responsibility
that goes through pregnancy, miscarriage, childbirth, and upbringing, as well as facing all future
challenges, circumstances and consequences of the birth of their child to be more than just a
mom.
The notion of the sperm smuggling project was rebirthed in my thoughts while I was
meditating within the serene landscapes of Rochester in the summer of 2020. It was a day when I
was thinking about my family, my people, and where I have landed as an artist with my new
experience. The more I was digging deep into my thesis project the more I was fascinated to
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discover the embedded meanings within the reality of that phenomenon. Smuggling Life is not
only a project that provides a fertile ground to establish my own reflections on so many aspects
of my identity, rather, it is a project that is coupled with a feverish interest in increasing
knowledge of a long history of discrimination, injustice, and oppression towards Palestinians.

20
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